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Abstract
The aim of this exploratory study is to delineate the role of local government in climate change response
through an accountability lens. Local governments have an important role in climate change response due
to its proximity to the impact the environment will have on its citizens and businesses. Understanding the
roles and responsibilities of local government response to climate change, therefore, needs a critical
exploration of the ways in which local governments are answerable on its obligations. Local government
climate change response was investigated by posing questions aimed to unpack accountability: who, to
whom, for what, and how? Findings from the investigation show that climate change response within local
councils is a highly contextual phenomenon; where the level of accountability observed is influenced
externally by community demands and political cycles, and internally through a hierarchical chain of
command, collaboration amongst council workers and the political interests of its leaders. The current study
contributes to the literature by deepening understanding of how individuals make sense of organisational
initiatives that respond to climate change, as well as highlighting the accountability challenges faced within
local governments.
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1. Introduction
Local governments have an important role in response to climate change due to their proximity to
the effects of environmental events on its citizens and businesses (Fünfgeld & McEvoy, 2014; van
den Berg & Coenen, 2012; Mees, 2017). However, legislative and regulatory mandates are not yet
imposed for local response to climate change, resulting in limited policy making and program
implementation (Keskitalo et al, 2016). Local government inaction has been linked with unclear
roles and responsibilities (Productivity Commission, 2012), lack of resource building capacity
(Sciulli, 2013) and an underdeveloped implementation system (Bache, Bartle, Flinders & Marsden,
2015).
Response to climate change involves adaptation and mitigation. Adaptation includes taking actions
to manage the risks from future climate impacts, care for communities and bolstering the resilience
of the economy (Nelson, Adger & Brown, 2007); whereas mitigation refers to the efforts required
to reduce or prevent greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2014). Notwithstanding, its common use,
the notion of response to climate change (i.e., both adaptation and mitigation) is conceptually
unclear. According to the IPCC's Fourth Assessment Report (2014), adaptation and mitigation
policies are one component of larger sustainable development policies; however, given the highly
contextualised nature of climate change, substantial overlap exists in identifying whether a specific
policy addresses climate change or sustainable development or both. Among, the research and
policy gaps concerning climate change strategy there is a lack of systematic attention to the
processes and impacts of a gradually changing climate (Head, Adams, McGregor & Toole, 2014).
Also, unclear, are the reasons for the limited response to climate change, although accountabilities
within the structures of government are deemed to be fuzzy (Bache et al, 2015). While response to
climate change has received considerable theoretical investigation, there is less empirical enquiry
on how climate policy is translated into action (Keskitalo, Juhola, Baron, Fyhn & Klein, 2016).
Understanding the roles and responsibilities of local government response to climate change,
therefore, warrants critical exploration of the ways in which local governments are answerable for
their actions on climate change (Newell, 2008). To that end, accountability is a concept that
emphasises clarity, transparency and collaboration (Schillemans, 2015) and can be useful in
generating policy fulfilment and governmental change (Bovens, 2010). Effective accountability is
essential for a responsive and responsible government to be answerable on climate change at any
level; federal, state, or local (Boston & Gill, 2011). However, accountability for climate change
remains an enigmatic concept, where Hoffman (2016) proposes further empirical enquiry that
articulates the measures and dynamics of accountability in its many guises. The aim of the current
study, therefore, is to explore local government's role in response to climate change through an
accountability lens. Section two presents the literature review and research aims. Section three
describes the method and the data collection techniques with local government employees. The
study findings are then presented in Section four under a number of key thematic areas. Finally, in
Section Five, we discuss the conclusions and recommendations for future research and practice.
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2. Literature Review
Gray (1992) argued that the community has a right to information about environmental actions
that influence society through the process of accountability. It is not enough to simply say that
local government manages climate change, where important questions need to be answered, such
as responsible for what, to whom and through what means (MacDonald, 2014). Accountability is
a process that involves the explanation and justification of actions of an actor to a forum which in
turn passes judgement on these actions and consequences are placed on the actor (Bovens, 2007).
Negative sanctions are then imposed by external forces on public officials who violate certain rules
of conduct (Schedler, 1999), where consideration of the contextual factors or mechanisms that
define these accountability relationships is also important (Akpanuko & Asogwa, 2013).
As a means of applying this conception of accountability to democratic and institutional settings,
Mulgan (2003) devised a framework containing key dimensions of accountability and are
answered via four questions. The first question – who is accountable – seeks to identify those
responsible, whether that is the individual actions of a leader, or through the collective actions of
an organisation or agency. To whom, secondly, aims to identify the accountholders to whom
accountability is owed. Articulating for what is to be held to account is the third question and
focuses on the duties to be carried out, which for example may be a contract or performance goals.
The final question asks how the agent will be accountable and includes accurate information that
must be filtered through collaboration and discussions amongst stakeholders (Brandsma &
Schillemans, 2014). However, empirical evidence in support of the concept of public
accountability within the context of climate change has been minimal (Greiling & Halachmi,
2014).
Current methods of accountability are not conducive to addressing local government response to
climate change as there is a focus on monitoring and enforcing existing functions and processes
into existing organisational objectives that do not prioritise environmental objectives (Kramarz &
Park, 2016). The primary function of local government is seen by many to service the needs of the
community and to enact rules mandated by state and federal levels of government (Kloot & Martin,
2010). Current accountability mechanisms related to responding to climate change focus
predominantly on financial outcomes and emissions reporting which has been shown to not
effectively encapsulate environmental impacts or assist in reducing emissions (Jarvis, 2014; Milne
& Grubnic, 2011). Further, the demands for information on performance placed on local
governments by external stakeholders of authority may result in reactive decision making
(Agyemang and Ryan, 2013), which is not conducive to the long-term planning that is required for
an effective response to climate change (Fünfgeld & McEvoy, 2014). It is clear that current
accountability practices are not resulting in advancement of environmental initiatives (Hoffman,
2016).
Combining both environmental and economic performance within accounting practices, however,
is a possible means of addressing these shortcomings (Gibassier & Alcouffe, 2018). Thomson,
Grubnic and Georgakopoulos (2014) proposed that when linking environmental and accounting
practices, local governments must address how these practices are defined and embedded into
existing processes. Further, local governments must examine the methods that are developed and
used to embed these practices. Embedding environmental initiatives across organisations may be
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a way forward in determining response to climate change in local governments and several
solutions are suggested, through organisation-wide collaboration, reviewing existing policies and
plans, tailored communication and senior management support (Zeemering, 2018). Local
government response to climate change requires conceptual clarity and warrants a pluralistic
discourse through the lens of social and environmental accounting research, particularly in the
realm of what it means to be accountable for climate change (Lehman & Kurrupu, 2017).
Accountability has typically been troubled by definitional and measurement specificity, especially
in the context of climate change. This term is often used interchangeably with other environmental
initiatives such as sustainability (IPCC, 2014). Recently, Mees and Driessen (2018) proposed five
key accountability mechanisms of local climate change adaptation and examined this empirically
through an interactive local governance arrangement (i.e. the design and implementation of a
multi-functional dike). Based on interviews with key project planners, the authors emphasised the
importance of having responsibilities and authority clearly articulated, checks and sanctions (e.g.,
performance standards and reporting), political oversight, citizen engagement, and transparency
(e.g., access to information on the decision-making process and outcomes). These mechanisms,
however, were not sustained throughout the arrangement and tapered off during the project
implementation phase but were somewhat remedied by the 'informal' mechanisms of trust,
relationship building and the political acumen of its leader. Although the findings offer valuable
insights into potential public accountability mechanisms, the case study focused on a setting where
response to climate change was the key driver of the arrangement and whose citizens were actively
involved in the process. Further research is required to examine whether similar accountability
mechanisms are observed in local government settings in which response to climate change is not
the primary driver in decision making.
Social and environmental accounting research within the public sector is limited (Gray, Adams &
Own, 2014) and requires innovative approaches when tackling issues like response to climate
change which must extend beyond a business-centric focus (Lehman & Kuruppu, 2017; Parker,
2011). The limited research on public accountability and response to climate change has mostly
focused on the content that was reported, without examining how this information is embedded
within the organisation, how it was evaluated or how it facilitated further discussions and action
amongst decision makers. The reporting and sharing of information are only one element of
accountability, where other considerations must be made and have rarely been investigated
empirically (Brandsma & Schillemans, 2014). Further, Bernauer and colleagues (2016) postulate
that the involvement of citizens on social issues such as climate change can have an impact on the
accountability of government institutions within different contexts.
The primary purpose of this research, therefore, is to offer a preliminary investigation of how
response to climate change within local government is articulated within the context of public
accountability. The current research responds to calls to keep climate change accounting research
interesting and different (Milne & Gubnic, 2011) with a need to examine the organisational
processes of accountability (Bebbington & Larrinaga, 2017) and the roles and responsibilities of
stakeholders in the absence of climate change regulation (Lewis & Russell, 2011). The current
study will examine how key questions about accountability – who, for what, to whom and how
(Mulgan, 2003) – are answered in the context of local government response to climate change.
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3. Methods
3.1 The Study
This research is exploratory and, as such, provides empirical observations that contribute to a
deeper understanding of the nexus between response to climate change and accountability within
local government (Lehman & Kuruppu, 2017). As accountability is an evolving and complex
concept (Mulgan, 2000), a qualitative approach through interviews offers a deeper understanding
in the current research (Yin, 1994). Climate response is a complex phenomenon and warrants an
investigation that considers the individual situated accounts of this phenomena in different social
contexts, where a localist perspective will be adopted (Qu & Dumay, 2011).
Considerations of how individuals within organisations make sense of climate change can help
deepen understanding of how organisations enact these initiatives (Perey, 2013). A range of
stakeholders other than key decision makers and managers were selected to participate in the study,
reflecting calls by Parker (2011) to include multiple voices as a way of expanding the process of
social and environmental accounting research. Furthermore, this research sought the views of
stakeholders with varying levels of seniority (i.e. both senior and junior level public servants) to
enrich understanding of hierarchical accountability interactions (Jarvis, 2014). Last, public
servants from different areas provided opinions about how response to climate change is embedded
throughout their organisation.
3.2 Context
Australian coastal regions are prone to the effects of climate change through rising sea-levels,
storms and coastal erosion (Head et al, 2014). In Australia, government is structured across three
levels: federal, state and local. The State of Victoria, which was identified as Australia's third large
emitter of fossil fuels has an emissions reduction target of 15-20% below 2005 levels and net zero
by 2050, as well as a renewable energy target of 25% by 2020 and 40% by 2025 (Climate Change
Authority, 2019). Despite these targets, a 2018 report outlining Australia's environmental
condition was worsening, including an increase in temperatures, a decline in rainfall, poor
vegetation growth and destruction of vegetation and ecosystems through drought, fire and land
clearing (Van Dijk, 2019).
3.3 Sampling
Due to the exploratory nature of the current study, a convenience sampling technique was used to
recruit participants (Anderson, 2010). Representatives from 25 local government areas in Victoria,
Australia were approached to participate in the study. Each person was advised of the research
aims; specifically, that the project would examine (a) what it means for local government areas in
Victoria to be accountable for climate change, and (b) the organisational structure of local
government areas and the processes involved in community engagement. Following informed
consent, interviews were conducted in-person or over the telephone, were recorded and was of 30
to 60 minutes in duration. Between November 2017 and February 2018, individual and group
interviews were conducted with 33 public servants from six councils. Respondents ranged in level
of seniority and from varying departments (Table 1).
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Table 1. Participant demographics
Number
Actor group
Executive
Management
Coordinator
Officer
Departmental group
Natural environment
Planning
Strategy and performance
Infrastructure and Built environment
Corporate
Administration

5
9
8
11
12
8
5
4
3
1

3.4 Procedure
Ethical approval was obtained for the research from the University Human Research Ethical
Committee. Interviews were semi-structured, which is a method useful to elicit detailed
responses for the broad themes that cover complex phenomena (Fowler, 2013). Several types of
questions were employed, including direct, indirect, probing, interpreting and follow-up
questions. Example of interview questions included:
 Describe the ways, if any, in which climate change initiatives are embedded within the
council (Thomson et al, 2014)?
 How do citizens hold your council to account on response to climate change (Bernauer et al,
2016)?
 What accountability mechanisms does your council have in relation to response to climate
change (Mees and Driessen, 2018)?
The semi-structured interview format is also pertinent in research where the focus is on
extracting local perspectives based on the individual's unique social context (Qu & Dumay,
2011), as well as capturing the individual sensemaking of environmental initiatives within
organisations (Perey, 2013).
3.5 Analysis
Interview recordings were initially transcribed and entered into the N-Vivo computerised data
management program. The interview responses were examined using the principles of thematic
analysis; where the data was coded using both inductive (i.e. themes derived by the content of the
data) and deductive (i.e., concepts of accountability were used to interpret the data) approaches
(Braun, Clarke, Hayfield & Terry, 2019). Given the aim of the research was to gain a deeper
understanding of local government accountability for response to climate change, both approaches
were used so as to maximise knowledge-building. Coding interview data involves a degree of
sensemaking and was facilitated by the development of a codebook to analyse the data (DeCuirGunby, Marshall and McCulloch, 2011). This codebook was articulated in the present study
through a systematic six-stage process of thematic analysis that is useful to demonstrate rigour for
both inductive and deductive theme development (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The six
stages involved: (a) code manual development, (b) reliability testing, (c) identification of initial
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themes and data summation, (d) applying codes to text, (e) identification of themes and connection
of codes, and (f) corroborating and confirming the coded themes.
4. Results
The following themes were derived from the analysis of the interviews and provide empirical
context surrounding accountability within local councils. As a means of unpacking accountability
in the context of local government response to climate change, the themes derived from the
interviews were organised to answer Mulgan's (2003) four questions of accountability.
a. Who is (are) accountable?
1. Unclear roles and responsibilities
The councillors and organisation directors are the chief decision makers and accountable for
actions taken within local government. All the local governments follow a similar hierarchical
structure, whereby the elected councillors and directors in charge of decision making. However,
the responsibilities associated with response to climate change were mostly delegated to the
environment teams, as well as through collaboration with external agencies and consultants on
specific projects.
The strategic focus of local council influences how roles and responsibilities are assigned within
the council's organisational structure regarding response to climate change. Several respondents
noted that initiatives in response to climate change were viewed as an additional action to the
primary function of service delivery, and most staff did not have any capacity to undertake
additional tasks. To a large extent, this situation has been influenced by organisational restructures
within each council but also because there is the perception of a conservative organisational culture
resistant to innovation and change. Also present was the potential for ambiguity over
responsibilities on response to climate change, which is linked to the issue of governance:
I'm not really sure who's in charge of how to manage climate change.... It is a governance
issue, a lot of people care a lot and have the technical skills, but how does that filter into a
good decision (Officer, Infrastructure and Built environment).
This finding reflects the challenges associated with assigning accountability for collective
outcomes (Mulgan, 2003) which has previously been described as the problem of many hands
(Bovens, 2007).
2. Green leaders
Respondents noted that commitment to environmental initiatives from councillors could influence
how much a council focuses on response to climate change, and this was more common in
jurisdictions whose citizens and councils advocated for a greater emphasis on environmental
initiatives. The commitment of its leaders was viewed by some respondents as generally symbolic
and informed the strategic direction of the council. However, environmental initiatives were not a
priority for the councillors in some councils, and so less emphasis was placed on response to
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climate change. For one council where response to climate change was not a priority, there was
only one employed environment officer who spoke of the struggles in creating meaningful change
within the council.
3. Third-party stakeholders
Collaborative working groups and advisory committees were also evident in most councils and
include representatives such as councillors, council staff and community members. On occasions
where response to climate change was evident, local councils tended to collaborate with external
partners such as contractors and other councils where guidance from state and federal levels of
government – or even the councillors within council – was absent. The use of third-party
consultants was often seen as a better alternative to using internal staff from the perspective of
decision makers as doing so gave credence to the process:
My team uses consultants, technical experts, I'm the one accountable for the output, not them.
I think it gives people the flexibility to use people when you need to, a different expert for a
slightly different thing. You'd get better outcomes, current knowledge (Executive,
Environment).
b. Accountable to whom?
1. External accountholders
Local councils are under the scrutiny of the public, which as one respondent noted, is an implied
example of accountability. Respondents commented that local governments also had to adhere to
legislative and regulatory requirements as mandated by state governments. Nearly all respondents
reported that the primary aim of local councils is to service the needs of the community. However,
the actions that are necessary for an effective response to climate change are not generally aligned
with the immediacy of community demand. Respondents suggested that citizen demands were
generally highly specific and localised (e.g., rubbish collection), though several respondents noted
that they felt the community was generally apathetic toward large and complex issues like climate
change:
The voters want immediate, the here and now and I think to some extent the community they
just assume the council can deal with climate change. They don't want to know, council's
responsibility, council will sort it out. (Coordinator, Infrastructure and Built environment).
Despite the perception of community apathy by the councils, a small pocket of residents in each
community advocated strongly for action on climate change which was only sometimes successful:
There are small groups with the community who, when they can get themselves organised, can
make life difficult for council by involving the media in certain campaigns around what council
is or is not doing. (Executive, Corporate services).
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The socioeconomic status of residents was also cited by several respondents as a factor relating to
how citizens engage with council, noting that affluent residents tended to have greater means of
holding councils to account.
2.

Internal accountholders

Local councils exist in a political landscape and, as such, are constrained by election cycles,
governmental bureaucracy and a hierarchical leadership structure. Within this political context
exists a hierarchical chain of command, where several actions are mandated from higher levels of
the organisational hierarchy and approval or sign-off is required. A great deal of legislative
requirements exists within local councils, though mandates concerning response to climate change
were described as less clear. Some respondents noted that, while the hierarchical structure
restricted what can and can't be done, a few local councils still pursued response to climate change
initiatives. For instance, the environment departments had developed workarounds for
environmental initiatives even when there was no mandate by the senior leadership team or
councillors, particularly when no approval or sign-off was needed.
c. Accountable for what?
1.

Unclear outputs

The enormity of climate change has created challenges for local governments in terms of
articulating what accountability looks like. While there were differences in the level of response
to climate change between the councils in the current study, respondents mentioned that local
governments were constrained by unclear guidance from state and federal levels of government,
minimal funding and were overburdened by service delivery demands. Articulating what councils
were accountable for in terms of response to climate change was less clear due to an overload of
service commitments:
I think we are good at developing plans, of doing stuff, we're really good at that, but we're not
necessarily good at matching the resource to the plan and the measures of the outcome in a
sort of coherent way. We try and do too much across a whole range of areas and we don't have
the resources to deliver on that, so we over promise and under-deliver (Executive, Corporate).
2.

Community demands

Respondents explained that the demands of the community dictate the decisions made, where other
issues often take precedence over council's response to climate change:
(Climate Change) is always an interesting one, people want to look after the environment and
have lots of lovely trees, but they want to be able to park their car outside their house and
shopping centre (Executive, Strategy and Performance).
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One respondent noted that there is a tendency to avoid making decisions that may be perceived as
being unpopular by the community, which has affected response to climate change:
It's a complex thing to respond to because if you say to them, we'll put up rates 20% and we're
going to do this and that, we'll be carbon neutral as a municipality by 2020, they're not going
to want to do that. (Management, Corporate Performance)
3.

Council strategy

Most respondents had stated that there was a formal document outlining the environmental strategy
of the council, though some of these documents at the time of the interviews were still in
development or being updated. The strategy documents outline the obligations set out by the local
council to the community it represents. This document was council's way of providing information
regarding decisions on its strategic direction in a specified period, as well as outlining the actions
that will be taken to address these decisions. Although this document was considered essential in
driving actions throughout the councils, the level of detail as it pertained specifically to climate
change varied between the councils. Climate change is a term that is often used within the umbrella
term sustainability and, even though some of the projects that are enacted are indirectly related to
climate change, the term climate change is only featured in generally high-level strategic
documents. As financial savings tend to be favoured, environmental outcomes are largely seen as
having peripheral benefits, which is reflective of previous findings (Jarvis, 2014; Milne & Grubnic,
2011).
4.

Advocacy

Respondents commented that the role of local council in responding to climate change is in
advocating for action in the upper tiers of governments, ratepayers and with private enterprises.
Within these parameters, however, some action on climate change was occurring:
The thing that we can do is advocate, this becomes an advocacy role and these issues are
important to our community. We don't see other levels of government responding to these and
we harness some of the energy of the community to produce a different sort of outcome
(Executive, Strategy and Performance).
d. How are they accountable?
1.

Reporting

Each council reports on its performance through the actions that are outlined in the council plan.
Several respondents noted that reporting on the progress of actions was a clear account of how the
council was progressing towards its obligations and was particularly useful for articulating
financial objectives. Although all councils did report on its carbon emissions, reporting on other
aspects of environmental performance was less clearly defined. For instance, one respondent noted
the struggle in quantifying an action that focused on climate change adaptation:
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I spoke with a few people in the organisation that had ties with people that work in local
manufacturing and farming and just made some pretty rudimentary comment on it about that
we were aware that local animal livestock industries were insulating their sheds to keep
animals more comfortable as an adaptation measure. Then I marked 50% complete and
whatever the date was and that was that (Officer, Planning).
Most respondents had stated that the methods used to measure response to climate change either
lacked operational specification or was non-existent, where it was difficult to determine if the
actions were beneficial. Additionally, the level of information pertaining to strategy
implementation varied between councils. The councils that had focused on embedding climate
change into the rest of the organisation tended to have more clearly defined strategic direction.
How the information is communicated through these documents tended to influence how these
actions were undertaken:
I guess some of those high-level documents in the past when they're addressing climate change
or where've got an environment strategy, that's been nested in just a small unit of responsibility
and it's how it gets taken up by the broader organisation (Officer, Strategy and performance).
The targets that some of the councils set itself appeared to be highly aspirational and focused on
carbon neutrality and emissions reduction targets, though respondents stated that each of their
respective councils were struggling to reach these self-imposed targets. Councils may be struggling
to reach these targets due to a lack of regulation surrounding actions that respond to climate change
(Keskitalo et al, 2016). Although some councils had the capacity to act, there was no legal mandate
to do so.
2.

Community consultation

Much of the strategy that guides the council objectives is derived through community consultation,
which informs the direction that the council will take. There was evidence of public forums in all
councils where citizens are given the option to engage with the council, though the topic of climate
change was seldom addressed:
The experience is you get cross examined in public, and you get held to account… If
something's happening, we're building a new road for example, it's very likely a councillor or
active member of the public will query them (Executive, Natural Environment).
According to Mulgan (2003), however, community consultation is at the discretion of those
choosing to consult and is not the same as accountability which involves an obligation to respond
to citizen demands.
3.

Reactive decision-making

Although respondents spoke of the necessity of holding a political position and to not be swayed
by short-term and reactive decision-making for effective leadership, the opposite was more
evident. Stated on multiple occasions was that many of the decisions made within local
government were based on managing public perception. Respondents suggested that actions
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perceived to be in response to climate change (e.g., solar panels on government buildings) were
partly based on demonstrating action to the community. Many respondents reported that local
councils are structured in such a way that decisions are based on meeting immediate community
demands, which is problematic in the realm of the long-term nature of climate change.
Despite the foregoing observations, the commitments made by councillors and stated in formal
documents such as council plans and annual reports imply that the councillors will be held
accountable for their actions by the public. However, effective leadership on long-term and
systemic issues like climate change are compromised by the short-term political cycles.
4.

Embedding response to climate change

While responsibilities concerning response to climate change were not always clearly defined,
several respondents noted that the level of collaboration amongst staff within the organisation was
related to innovative approaches aimed at addressing sustainability initiatives. Also evident was
that there was more collaboration in some councils, where this was due to building relationships
through effective communication and an ability to demonstrate political stewardship through
negotiation and strategic influence. Another key factor was having adequate infrastructure and
systems to support collaboration. One council had embedded environmental considerations into
its procurement process, where other departments were made to consider the environmental option.
For another council, this approach involved embedding climate change thinking into the council's
business as usual activities. These findings reflect previous literature that highlights the importance
of embedding response to climate change across the whole organisation (Thomson et al, 2014).
While there are examples of innovative ways of addressing climate change through internal
collaboration within each council, there were several observations of a silo culture that inhibited
innovation:
We have a very passive culture, which is really typical of local government…. but if we want
to be adaptable and innovative and lead change, it's almost contrary to what our culture is
(Coordinator, Strategy and performance).
For the most part, any actions that need to be completed relating to climate change are dealt with
by the environment department, even though this is not always clearly articulated in the strategic
plan. The capacity for service delivery within local councils is restrictive, and initiatives that are a
response to climate change are generally viewed as less important in comparison to immediate
concerns by both the public and decision makers. However, most councils do provide some
programs that focus on environmental education and behaviour change. Respondents noted that in
their programs, more familiar language that is subject-specific and tangible (e.g. reducing
electricity bills) is often used in favour of the term climate change.
5. Discussion and Conclusions
The aim of the current investigation was to examine how response to climate change within local
government is articulated within the context of public accountability, following on from calls to
examine how local governments are answerable on responding to climate change (Newell, 2008).
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Response to climate change within local councils is a highly contextual phenomenon; where the
level of accountability observed is influenced externally by community demands and political
cycles, and internally through a hierarchical chain of command, collaboration amongst council
workers and the political interests of its leaders. Within the realm of the local government, the
councillors and chief executive offer are the individuals that are ultimately responsible for the
actions taken. The Australian context of the current investigation has also shown that response to
climate change exists in a political context of uncertainty with little to no regulatory framework to
guide this process.
The current study contributes to the literature by deepening understanding of how individuals make
sense of organisational initiatives in response to climate change (Perey, 2013), as well as
highlighting the accountability challenges faced within local governments. For most of the
councils that were investigated, information pertaining to response to climate change is
predominately shared through its strategy documents. Despite existing research highlighting issues
associated with the breadth and accuracy of emissions reporting (Milne & Grubnic, 2011), most
councils were reporting on carbon emissions and taking steps to reduce its carbon footprint. While
there was no external mandate to report such information, by doing so councils acted on selfimposed objectives stated in their strategic planning documents. Aside from emissions reporting,
the degree to which information on response to climate change was embedded within council
objectives varied considerably and was determined by many factors that drove action or inaction
(e.g. a siloed culture). The current findings support existing research emphasising the importance
of embedding climate actions throughout the organisation (Gibassier & Alcouffe, 2018).
Several respondents spoke of the detailed process involved in developing strategic documents,
however, the development of a strategy in of itself is not a milestone, rather it is the starting point
toward fulfilling council objectives. Some council staff noted that the emissions targets were more
aspirational than they were realistic; however, there was considerable ambiguity about how these
actions were implemented, measured and evaluated. The execution of strategy can be problematic,
particularly when the measurable outcomes are poorly defined (Christensen & Lægreid, 2015).
This situation was also conflated by the notion that climate change is traditionally dealt with by
the environment department and whose scope was limited in the degree to which actions were
integrated throughout the council. Therefore, current response to climate change within councils
is acknowledged as an important focus, though understanding for what, to whom and through what
means is in its infancy (MacDonald, 2014).
Local councils are, by and large, held to account by the community which is reflected by the degree
to which citizens are involved with the development of council strategy through consultation.
Though, as Mulgan (2003) highlighted, consultation is not a demonstration of accountability.
Structural mechanisms within local government only allow for short-term and reactive decision
making and is contrary to the requirements on climate action (Fünfgeld & McEvoy, 2014).
Minimal action by local councils may also reflect a lack of understanding of what constitutes
response to climate change, which in turn is partly influenced by unclear parameters that enable
action. However, some councils have found that environmental projects have more success when
they have been able to demonstrate clear financial outcomes as the primary benefit, while
environmental or social outcomes are viewed as an additional benefit. Previous research has also
highlighted the need to reframe the language associated with environmental reporting to terms

68

Quayle, Sciulli & Wilson-Evered | Accountable to who, to whom, for what and how?

such as operational efficiency, and to include both direct and indirect emissions (Sullivan &
Gouldson, 2013).
This investigation reveals that accountability is partly determined by the effectiveness of policy
implementation through localised language within local councils. As a concept, climate change
may be suited for high-level documents and planning, but further down the hierarchy, simpler
language is warranted in the implementation of strategy. Climate change initiatives within councils
may be more successful when the messaging uses familiar language and some form of financial
benefit when advocating for change by decision makers within the council, but also more broadly
with state government, other organisations and with the community. A lack of specific and
transparent information on response to climate change, in addition to resource constraints and no
required mandates suggest that local councils are unable – or unwilling – to hold their institutions
accountable in terms of demonstrable action on climate change, aside from tokenistic and selfsustaining actions that manage the councils' public reputation.
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